It is well known that males can manipulate females by acting directly on their bodies or indirectly through brokering their access to resources, and that variations in mating patterns are dependent on the females' ability to resist males (GOWATY 1992 (GOWATY , 1997b . On the other hand, several cases have been recorded of suspected of how females can put pressure on males (EBERHARD 1996 , GOWATY 1997a , BIRKHEAD 2000 and there is growing evidence that in many species females control which males obtain extra-pair copulations (EPCs) with them (STUTCHBURY & MORTON 1995) . Moreover, some cases are reported of males whose mate had recently died, adopting an active mating strategy by forcing divorce in a neighbouring territory by aerial chases and fighting during which the female rarely intervened (e.g., KEAR & STEEL 1971; ELDRIDGE 1985 ELDRIDGE , 1986 . But what about females? The information about a more active female choice is more frequently related to females moving from their territory to consort with a lone territorial male (e.g., GIBSON & LANGEN 1996 , WILLIAMS & MCKINNEY 1996 . The question is whether such females are always "innocent victims" of male pressures or they occupy a vacant territory only when the resident male is a lone one.
We wonder whether, in the natural scenario of a widowed or floater female seeking a mate, she could try to attract an already paired male with the purpose of producing a divorce (e.g., better option hypothesis; ENS et al. 1993) , later moving the male to a new territory or trying to chase away the resident female. This is an "exciting" possibility because, at last, females would not only be, as too often frequently reported (see GOWATY 1997a), the object of "forced copulations" or "virgins"/widows waiting for the mate of their life, but creatures enthusiastically seeking copulations (e.g., PETRIE 1992) and thus facilitating the "work" of males to obtain sex.
The main problem in the detection of mating processes is the difficulty of direct observations of individual behaviours (RAMSAY et al. 2000) and the need for marked or radioequipped birds. Otherwise, we can only detect that a change has occurred in a pair and observe the consequences. We cannot say how it happened and it is hard to deduce the process from knowledge of the pattern only.
EPCs hypothesis does not explain the behaviour of female eagles
During a long-term study of the Spanish Imperial Eagle (Aquila adalberti) in Doñana (south-western Spain; FERRER 2001), 60% of breeders and floaters were marked and equipped with radios. Over the period of the study, it was possible to observe four sub-adult females repeatedly visiting the territory of already paired males. Three were floaters: they repeatedly stimulated the paired males and copulated with them in their territories. For the fourth female, already established in a territory as a lone resident, repeated visits to a male territory were recorded but not copulations, although we cannot exclude the possibility that they occurred when specific observations were not in progress. In any case, these females never acquired the mate with whom they copulated became the males continued with their early partners.
To our knowledge, in the other reported cases of females visiting already paired males (e.g., SMISETH & AMUNDSEN 1996 , NEUDORF et al. 1997 , DOUBLE & COCKBURN 2000 the scenario was always different from that seen in our eagles. For example, in the Great Tit Parus major, several females were observed flying towards singing males (or places of conflict between two males) to start foraging close by (DHONDT et al. 1996) . In Blue Tits (Parus caeruleus), Hooded Warblers (Wilsonia citrina), Indigo Buntings (Passerina cyanea), Pied Flycatchers (Ficedula hypoleuca) and Tree Swallows (Tachycineta bicolor), several females visited a neighbouring already mated male, solicited there, mated and returned to their nesting territory (DALE et al. 1992 , KEMPENAERS et al. 1992 , VENIER et al. 1993 , BLACK 1996b , NEUDORF et al. 1997 ). In the Sparrowhawk (Accipiter nisus), the observed EPCs were apparently initiated by females visiting the nesting places of other males (NEWTON & WYLLIE 1996) .
The main difference between all these observations and the reported observation of the Spanish Imperial Eagle is that they referred to already paired females cuckolding their males because of low genetic quality or to assess and form alliances with a possible future partner (WAGNER 1992 , OTTER & RATCLIFFE 1996 , RAMSAY et al. 2000 . On the other hand, in these situations, the males accepting EPCs probably had the advantage of producing extra offspring without commitment (NEWTON & WYLLIE 1996) . The copulations stimulated by the female eagles do not fall into the classical EPC patterns (KEMPENAERS et al. 1992 , VENIER et al. 1993 , BIRKHEAD 1998 simply because the females were not mated. A possible explanation of this behaviour is that females showed their willingness to copulate in an active attempt to attract a new mate by provoking a divorce. This particular behaviour could also derive from the typical behaviour of birds of prey, forced to spend a lot of time away from the nest site during hunting. When a mate is spending time away from the other, a solitary female could try to approach the male to solicit copulation and establish a new pair bond. Such behaviour could be driven by the female's need for a territory-holding male, as also pointed out by LIGON (1999) . Moreover, a positive relationship between divorce and EPCs was found by CEZILLY & NAGER (1995) , concluding that the better option hypothesis best accounts for this relationship. In this case, too, this kind of behaviour relies on intrasexual competition for high-quality males holding good territories (CEZILLY & NAGER 1995) . Although our observations only concern four females, we considered this information important because female birds of prey repeatedly visiting a territory of a paired male and copulating with the owner are difficult to detect, and it could be a more generalized behaviour in several species and scenarios. For example, WALLS & KENWARD (1998) and FERRER (2001) reported several cases of floaters (of Buzzards Buteo buteo and Spanish Imperial Eagles, respectively) visiting occupied territories and living at their borders.
To our knowledge, the attraction of a paired male of a monogamous, territorial and long-lived species by a lone female accepting copulations has never been detected or proposed as a possible mechanism of divorce. Moreover, in such species, it is generally reported that males take the initiative, making frequent excursions into neighbouring territories both before and during the breeding season, and the female's response to this display of EPCs then determines whether the process continues (BLACK 1996b , RUSSEL & ROWLEY 1996 .
Because a divorce as a consequence of these copulations was never observed (probably due to small sample size), we wonder if there is an explanation of this behaviour other than mate acquisition. In a free world where there is space for reverse and homosexual mounting, are we able to discard the idea of non-adult birds having sex only to improve their sexual ability or simply to appease their sexual instinct due to the high level of reproductive hormones (WINGFIELD & FARNER 1993)? 
